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THE STANDARD C.P.A. EXAMINATION AS DEVELOPED BY
THE AMERICAN INSTITUTE OF ACCOUNTANTS
By: John H. Zebley, Jr., Chairman
Board of Examiners, American Institute of Accountants
Delivered December 30, 1941 at the 26th Annual Meeting
of the American Accounting Association
Held at the Hotel Astor, New York
Twenty-five years ago the first Board of Examiners of
the American Institute of Accountants was elected by the Council.
The date exactly was September 20, 1916.

At that time the Institute

was known as the Institute of Accountants in the United States of
America and had just become the successor organization to the
American Association of Public Accountants and shortly thereafter
the name was changed to American Institute of Accountants.
At the outset the purpose of the Board was to conduct
examinations into the qualifications of applicants for membership
in the Institute and that function it continues to exercise.

Accord

ingly, the first rules and regulations of the Board which were
adopted November 15, 1916 related to requirements for membership
in the American Institute of Accountants.
Such rules specified, among other things, that examina
tions should be held semi-annually during the first fifteen days of
June and December and that there should be included therein questions
in (1) accounting theory and practice, (2) auditing and (3 ) commercial
law.

It was also provided that the duration of the examinations

should not exceed two days.
Due to the fact that there was insufficient time between
the election of the Board and December
was not held until June 1917.

1917

1916

the first examination

Accordingly, it was on June 14 and 15,

that the first examination of public accountants (on a national
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scale) was conducted in this country.

By the time that the first

examination was to be held all of the states had enacted C .P .A .
laws of one sort or another, with the exception of the states of
Alabama, Mississippi, Arizona and New Mexico, which were then the
only states without such legislation. We are told, however, that
there was the widest diversity in the laws of the various states
as to language, intent, effect and administration.
In some states there was an insufficient number of capable
C .P.A.'s to man properly the State Boards and some Boards accordingly
contained members who were not certified public accountants.

The

necessity for uniformity in C.P.A . examinations was never more urgent
than in

1917.
The Board of Examiners of the American Institute recognized

the opportunity that was presented to cooperate with the several
State Boards in conducting the C.P .A. examinations, and in April
1917 laid before the Council of the American Institute tentative
plans for such cooperation.

Council gave its approval and support

to the plan of cooperation and in advance of the first examination
which was held in June 1917 all State Boards were informed of the
Institute’s examination program and an offer of cooperation was ex
tended to them.

Three states immediately accepted.

They were Hew

Hampshire, Kansas and Oregon.
From the outset the Board ruled that applicants for the
C .P .A . certificate passing the examinations set by the Institute
would not be given any credit for having done so, in the event that
application for membership in the Institute was subsequently made,
unless the papers were marked and rated under the supervision of the
Board of Examiners of the Institute.
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After the first examination conducted jointly by C.P.A.
State Boards and the Institute’s Board of Examiners the following
appeared in the editorial columns of the July 1917 issue of the
Journal of Accountancy apropos of uniformity in examinations:
"It is manifestly unwise to predict the success
which will attend the plan of cooperation; but, if one may
judge by the expressions of opinion which have reached the
office of the Institute and by the sentiments of applicants
for membership, it may safely be assumed that the way to
establishing uniformity has been found."
The first Board of Examiners of the Institute was com
posed of the following:
For three years:
For two years:
For one year:

Arthur W. Teele, Chairman, Hew York
Frank G. BuBois, Hew Jersey
Arthur Young, Illinois
W. P. Hilton, Virginia
B. D . Kribben, Maryland
W. D. Whitcomb, Oregon
Leonard H. Conant, Hew Jersey
George O . May, Hew York
H. Ivor Thomas, California

In the June 1917 Examination, a distinction was made with
regard to accounting theory and practice as between applicants for
membership and those for associateship.
were provided.

Different sets of questions

Part I for members was a 3 1/2 hour examination in

which two questions were mandatory and an option of one out of three
other questions was given.

Part II for membership was a 3 hour ex

amination in which the candidate was given the option of selecting
any six out of eight questions.
For associates a different set of questions was provided.
Part I for associates was also a 3 1/2 hour examination with two
questions mandatory and one optional out of three others.

Part II

was a 3 hour examination requiring answers to six out of eight ques
tions

-

4

Examinations in auditing were the same for both classes
of applicants and consisted of ten questions, all of which were re
quired to be answered.
ation was

3 1/2

The time allowed for this part of the examin

hours.

The commercial law examination was also the same for both
classes of applicants.

An option was given, however, with regard to

the questions to be answered.

Sixteen questions were provided from

which the candidate was permitted to select any ten for solution.
This examination was allotted 3 hours.
It is interesting to note that the afternoon sessions were
the short ones, being only 3 hours duration, and terminated at 4:30
o’clock.

The hours for the morning sessions were 9 to 12:30.

It was

not long, however, before the afternoon sessions were extended to
5 hours, as criticisms had been received that the “Theory and Practice"
sections of the examination were developing into "a race against
time".
The results of the first written examination which was held
simultaneously in New York, Boston, Cleveland, Chicago, Dallas, Los
Angeles and Portland, Oregon were as follows:
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candidates for membership:

2
2
1

24 candidates for associateship:

passed all subjects
passed 2 subjects and
conditioned in one
failed

19 passed all subjects
4 passed 2 subjects and
conditioned in one
1 failed

On August 14, 1917 several amendments were made in the
rules.

The dates set for the examinations were changed to May and

November, and elementary actuarial problems were included in the
theory and practice section.

-
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The second examination conducted on a nation-wide scale
by the Institute was held on November 15 and l6 , 1917. At that ex
amination there was a notable increase in the number of State Boards
which cooperated with the Institute.

Nine states used the November

examination as compared with three for the June examination.

Those

states were California, Colorado, Florida, Michigan, Mississippi,
Nebraska, New Hampshire, New Jersey and Tennessee.
From the outset the acceptance of the Instituted examina
tions as a standard for C.P .A. examinations gained headway and under
date of August 1, 1919 a formal plan of cooperation with State Boards
was adopted by the Institute and published for the benefit of all
interested State Board Members.

By that time, more than half of the

states having C.P.A. laws were cooperating in the use of the Instituted
examination.
It is interesting to note that it was the practice to return
the papers of candidates of cooperating State Boards when graded by
the Institute’s examiners with success or failure in each subject
separately indicated (no marks being placed on the papers themselves)
but without setting forth exact grades in percentage with regard to
the separate questions or the average for each subject; although such
information was compiled when the papers were graded.
This rule has been followed right up to the examination which
was held in November 1941.

For that examination the Institute has

reported for the first time to cooperating State Boards, using the
Institute’s grading service, an overall percentage grade of each candi
date for each subject written instead of using a letter designation
such as "A", "B", "C”, ”D ", etc.

-
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It is also interesting to note that the passing grade in
auditing and in accounting theory and practice has always been 75%
while in commercial law the passing grade was

70%

until

1926

when

it was raised to 75% and has so continued ever since.
The Institute's examiners have no way of knowing, either
before or after grading the papers of any candidate, the extent of
his experience or education.

In fact the Board knows the candidates

only by a number and does not even know their names.

Accordingly,

the grading is based wholly upon what the candidate writes on his
paper.

There is no opportunity for an examiner’s judgment with re

gard to the ability of a particular candidate to be prejudiced by
earlier knowledge of the extent of his experience and training.
Another feature of the grading by the Institute’s staff
of examiners is that no one person grades an entire paper in the
accounting theory and practice section of the examination.

Each ex

aminer has the grading of a certain number of problems on every paper.
This division of the work serves several useful purposes.

It obviates

the necessity of all examiners becoming familiar with every problem.
It spreads over the entire list of candidates variations in judgment
as between the several examiners.

By this feature there is also

avoided the formation of an opinion with regard to the capability of
any candidate by reason of his success or failure in handling the
problems previously graded by the same examiner.
The grading of all border-line cases is checked and reviewed
by the chief examiner before the papers are returned to the respective
State Boards with notations as to the grades of each candidate as
finally determined.

-
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Occasionally there are differences of opinion between the
State Boards and the Institute’s examiners as to the success or failure
of one or more candidates.

But the small number of such cases bears

evidence of the care and attention which is devoted to the grading
of the examination papers by the Institute.
When such differences of opinion arise the papers in ques
tion are generally returned by the State Board for review and an
attempt is made to reconcile the findings of the two Boards.

Many

times it is possible to do so and unanimity prevails; however, this
is not always the case and occasionally grades of some candidates go
unreconciled.

These return to haunt the Board of Examiners of the

Institute when the candidates file an application for membership
after having been granted a C.P.A. certificate by a State Board.
One of the features mentioned in the first plan of coopera
tion with State Boards appeared in the following language:
" Questions prepared by the Institute are based
upon sound practical knowledge and are carefully revised
to eliminate all ambiguities."

This feature has to this day been uppermost in the minds of the In
stitute’s examiners in the preparation of questions.
It is noted that earlier writings regarding the examinations

emphasized the necessity for fairness and comprehensiveness as qualities
to be sought in the questions rather than difficulty.

The thought

was then expressed that the passing of the examination should indicate
a foundation on which to build the rapidly growing profession of ac
countancy in this country rather than a breadth of experience which
only could be expected after many years of practice.
This thought is held by some examiners today, although a
poll of State Boards on the question of whether the C.P .A. examination
should be set to test a junior, a semi-senior, or a senior accountant

elicited just this Spring, a preponderance of replies indicating that
the senior status should he tested by the C.P.A. examination as
presently conducted.
A study of the experience requirements of the separate
Boards of Accountancy indicates that in only eleven states is it
mandatory for candidates to have public accounting experience prior
to being permitted to sit for the C.P.A. examination.

This is not

to say, however, that none of the candidates from the other states
have had public accounting experience prior to taking the examina
tion.

But it should be recognized how low the minimum requirements

are in many of the states which cooperate in the use of the Institute's
examination service.
Yet some of these same states, whose experience require
ments are low, inform the Board that the examination should be set
to test the ability of a senior accountant.

The explanation of this

apparent inconsistency, in my opinion, is that the experience require
ment in many states have been set by statute and would require legis
lation to effect changes therein whereas the use of the Institute's
examination which is set to test a senior accountant will result in
the maintenance of high standards for the profession in such states.
It is impossible for the Institute to compile from its own
records statistics regarding the degree of success attained by candi
dates with varying years of experience and with varying types of
experience prior to taking the examination since the Institute has
no details regarding the candidates who sit for the examinations.
admission of candidates to the examinations is entirely governed by
the respective State Boards.

The

-
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Last Spring an attempt was made to sound out the various
Boards of Accountancy on this point and a request for information
along these lines was directed by the Institute

to both cooperating

Boards and those not using the standard examination.
Twenty-five replies were received and some diversity of
opinion was naturally to be expected.

We found that one eastern

State Board was of the opinion that there was no difference in de
gree of success between candidates with public accounting experience
and those without such experience, provided the latter come to the
examination well prepared,

Whereas the Board of an adjacent state

held the belief that the high percentage of failures has been due to
insufficient general education and lack of experience.
On the whole, however, the Boards which replied gave the
impression that candidates with public experience make a better show
ing in the examination.

This conclusion has also been supported by

studies made by Myron M, Strain, Bean of the Golden Gate College, San
Francisco of the experience of his students at the California C.P.A.
examinations over a period of ten years.
The foregoing should not be taken as a denial of the
possibility of a candidate without public accounting experience being
able to pass the examination.

Admittedly some candidates have been

successful in the examinations without having had any, or very exten
sive, public accounting experience but in my opinion they are the ex
ceptions and not the rule.

They probably bear testimony to the

existence of a good C.P .A. coaching course in their immediate vicinity.
However, one thing is certain about any successful candidate who lacks
experience, and that is that until he gets a fair amount of practical
experience in public practice he will not be even a good junior.
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At a meeting of the Association of Certified Public Ac
countant Examiners at Detroit last September on the occasion of the
annual meeting of the American Institute of Accountants, a resolution
was adopted that one of the aims of all State Boards of Accountancy
should be to require public accounting experience before admission to
the C.P.A. examination.

This, of course, is in line with the In

stitute's requirement of five years of public accounting experience
for membership.
It is my opinion that as the prerequisite of experience be
comes effective throughout the country the percentage of failures will
fall because the number of eligible candidates will be fewer and those
candidates will be better prepared.

At least there will have been

eliminated some of the candidates who without adequate experience or
preparation regularly try the examinations, as they say "for the ex
perience” or in the hope that the questions will just happen "to hit
them right.”
Inquiry was also made by the Institute of the State Boards
with regard to the degree of success attained in the examinations
by college-trained men as compared with non-college men.

The replies

received indicated that the college man has recently been more success
ful in passing the examination than has the candidate with only a high
school education or evening school training.

It was not shown, however,

that the successful candidate need major in accounting while at college
although many Boards indicated a higher degree of success for such
accounting majors.

It is impossible to indicate the weight which

should be given to the effect of education as compared with experience
or to differentiate between them in any endeavor to assemble statistics
on the examinations.

It can be said, however, that the more success-
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ful candidates have been shown to be college graduates with four or
five years of public accounting experience.
With regard to the preparation of the examinations the
Board has been considering two changes.

One is the setting of a

separate examination in Theory of Accounts thereby segregating that
part of the examination from the problem section which is now divided
into two parts and is known as "Theory and Practice".

The other

change would be to extend the examination to three days using one
half day for the added section on Theory of Accounts and leaving open
a half day for examination in any special subject such as may be re
quired under the laws of certain states.
While it is believed by the Institute’s Board that a candi
date can best indicate his knowledge of theory of accounts by the

manner in which he applies such knowledge in solving accounting problems,
there nevertheless seems to be a demand for a separate examination on
"Theory".

It is believed that such examination would be composed of

questions requiring the prose type of answer rather than the use of
figures and accounts in the solution.
In addition to the fact that some state laws or regulations
specifically mention Theory of Accounts as one of the subjects on
which candidates are to be examined, there has been advanced as a
further reason for the segregation of this phase of the examination
the broadening of the foundation of the practice of accounting in
the past decade, which should require a corresponding increase in the
scope of the examinations which in turn will require more time.
It is not anticipated that these changes will be effective
for at least a year, as it will be necessary for all cooperating
State Boards first, to agree on the change in the examination periods

12and scope and second, to give ample notice to prospective candidates
before putting such changes into effect.
Uniformity in examinations for the C.P .A. certificate
throughout the nation is today nearer the goal which was envisioned
back in 1917 than it has ever before been.
conduct their own examinations.

Only six states presently

Those are Hew York, Pennsylvania,

Hew Jersey, Maryland, Ohio and Wisconsin.

Strangely enough, with the

exception of Wisconsin which passed its C.P.A. law in 1913 they are
all states which enacted their C.P.A. laws from 35 to 45 years ago.
The examinations for the C.P.A. certificate in the aforementioned
states continue to be of high calibre and are comparable with the
standard examination used by the 46 State and Territorial Boards as
prepared by the American Institute.

The personnel of those boards

is presently composed of practitioners of unquestioned ability and
their operations are entirely free from political maneuvering.

There

does remain, however, the feeling that for the good of the accounting
profession as a whole, and as a safeguard against subsequent changes
in the personnel of State Boards it would be better to have the same
examination and the same grading thereof for the C.P.A. certificate
in every state of the union, including the territories and the District
of Columbia.
To that end the American Institute of Accountants, through
its Board of Examiners, will continue to strive and in so doing it
requests the support and the assistance which can be given by those
who teach accounting in the schools, colleges and universities.

